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A Short Story with Endnotes
James A. Perkins

It was not a dark and stormy night. It was a thunderous Thursday
afternoon in September in New York City, and I was getting drowned
as I turned off 42nd Street and headed up The Avenue of the Americas
toward the Gotham Book Mart on East 46th. When I hit 44th Street,
lightning was arcing everywhere, and I could barely see across the
intersection; having decided I would rather drink than drown, I
headed for the Blue Bar in the Algonquin Hotel.
As soon as I entered the hotel and turned left toward the bar, I
knew something was odd. Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren,
both of whom had been dead for more than ten years,1 were sitting
in adjoining chairs in the lobby just outside the entrance to the bar,
chatting quietly and drinking. After years of studying their works
and choosing pictures of them for The Selected Letters of Robert
Penn Warren,2 there was no mistaking them.
“Gentlemen; Jim Perkins,” I said as I approached and held out
my hand. “I’m surprised to see you here.”
“On the contrary,” said Brooks, “we belong here. It is you that
must be operating on a day pass.”
“Yes,” added Warren, “you don’t look much like a Dante scholar.
Just exactly how did you get here?”
“Here?” I queried.
“Heaven,” Brooks answered.
“This is wild,” I said. “I wrote a poem once in which I located
heaven in the Waldorf Astoria.”3
“You only missed it by a few blocks,” Warren observed.
“The Waldorf has really gone down in recent years,” Mr. Brooks
added. “And we are much more comfortable here because of the
literary heritage of this room.”
“Oh yes,” I stammered. “The Algonquin Wits—Harold Ross,
Chico Marx, Dorothy Parker, Alexander Woollcott, used to gather
here every weekday afternoon about one o’clock.”
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“They still do, young man. They still do. You just missed
them.”
Warren asked me how I had managed to get in.
“I just came through the door out of the rain.”
“Was Peter,4 the doorman, on duty?”
“He was signing for some FedEx packages.”
Not wanting to get bogged down in a discussion of my right to
be in Heaven, I attempted to move the discussion on. “If this is
heaven,” I asked, “do you have any idea what Hell is like?”
“Oh yes,” said Warren. “Cortez, the barman, is a member of
the Hotel and Restaurant Employees International Union. Their
members work Hell as well. Cortez did a stint down there. It’s in
Atlanta. They don’t call it ‘Hotlanta’ for no reason.”
“I find it all very amusing,” Mr. Brooks added, “that Hell is an
everlasting SAMLA convention5 with sessions on these strange
new critical approaches6 to literature running on simultaneously
for eternity.”
“Tell him about the books, Cleanth.”
“Oh yes. In the book exposition, all the publishers are represented,
and all the new titles are on display, but you can’t open any of the
books. When we found that out, I said to Red that it wouldn’t matter.
Most of those folks don’t seem to read the literature anyway.”
“Where are our manners, Cleanth? Would you like a drink, young
man?
I told him I would like one and stepped into the bar where Cortez
poured me three fingers of Weller’s Straight Barrel Proof Bourbon7
and told me it was free. I was stunned. When I slipped back into
my chair, I said, “The whiskey here is free. And they have every
small batch bourbon label I ever heard of in there.”
“Of course,” said Brooks. “What did you expect? This is
Heaven.”
“A man’s reach should grasp good bourbon, or what’s a heaven
for? I still prefer Jack Daniels,” said Warren. “I’ve tried most of
those others, but I keep coming back to Jack in the black.”
“When I read your letters, I discovered that you used to drink
Old Forester.”8
“That’s right. I did. But since I got to where I could afford Jack
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Daniels, I’ve stood by it faithfully. Tell me, young man, didn’t
Cleanth and I meet you once?”
“Yes sir, at the University of Tennessee in McClung Tower,9 just
outside Dr. Drake’s office.
“I remember. Cleanth was teaching there for a term and I came in
to see him. Drake directed us in a conversation that afternoon on the
writing and revision of Understanding Poetry10 and Understanding
Fiction,11 and then I gave a reading that night. But I don’t remember
any details about you.”
“I do, Red. We were talking with Robert Drake,12 and this young
man came up the hall toward us. Drake said ‘I want you two to
meet one of our brighter young graduates.’ Then he turned and
said, ‘Jim Perkins, I would like for you to meet Cleanth Brooks
and Robert Penn Warren.’ Do you remember what happened then,
young man?”
“Yes sir. I shook hands with both of you and said, ‘Arrgggh.’”
“That’s right. That’s exactly what you said. I remember feeling
sorry for poor Robert if you were really one of the brighter
graduates. But you were more articulate when we met again later
in New Haven.
“Yes sir, I remember being invited to lunch with you by Charlotte
and Raymond Beck. Charlotte and I were in R.W.B. Lewis’s NEH
Summer Seminar on Warren. That was the summer of 1989.
“You spent the entire lunch trying to convince me that the source
of Quentin Compson’s knowledge of Charles Bon’s black blood
in Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! is to be found in the character of
Quentin Compson as revealed in The Sound and the Fury. It was
the silliest thing I have ever heard.”
I certainly didn’t want to renew my argument with Mr. Brooks,
so I changed the subject by asking Mr. Warren a question.
“One time when I was looking at your papers in the Beinecke
Library, I read through your two early unpublished novels, the one
you titled The Apple Tree and then changed to God’s Own Time13
and the untitled one that you later called But not the Lark.”14
“That second one is not too bad. There was a time I considered
working it into shape for publication. But there always seemed to
be something else to do.”
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“I found a section in the first one that is so strong, I wanted to
publish it as a short story. It is a wonderful passage where a young
man is trying to seduce a girl on a river bank near a train trestle.
She, on the other hand, is trying to end the relationship. Just as he
suggests that they get married, she hears a train whistle and says
‘It’s number 33 blowing for Thomas Crossing.’ It is a strikingly well
written example of the failure to communicate, and it ends with the
train rattling across the trestle, all noise and shaking, as trains in
post Hay’s Office Hollywood raced across the screen after couples
demurely closed their bedroom doors. I think it would stand well
by itself as a short story.”
“Well, I’m glad you like that part, but the whole of that work
is not sound. I was learning my craft then, from some very good
teachers, I might add. Caroline and Katherine Anne helped me a
great deal. They helped me see that fiction could be put together
with the same deliberation that I used to construct a poem. I still
had a ways to go when I wrote that work, and I made myself clear
about it in a letter to David Clay when he was urging me to join
Random House. I told him then that God’s Own Time should not
be published under any circumstance.15 I see no reason to change
my mind now.”
“There is something else I would like to know. How did the two
of you manage to get so much done? You, Mr. Brooks, wrote some
of the major books on Faulkner as well as I don’t know how many
books of criticism, including Modern Poetry and the Tradition and
The Well Wrought Urn.”
“Don’t forget Cleanth’s huge editorial project on the papers of
Thomas Percy.”
“And you, Mr. Warren: dramas, poetry, short stories, and ten
novels. Yet the two of you found time to do a number of textbooks
together, some of which changed the way literature was taught in
America. How did you do it all?”
“Our first book grew out of handouts that we used in our classes
at L.S.U. We did it together; it was sociable. We tried to figure out
what would work well in the classroom; we kept reasonable notes
and copies of our ditto handouts, and then we turned them into An
Approach to Literature.”16
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“The creative process of talking through a book, for example
Understanding Poetry,17 is an exhilarating experience, but—and
I’m sure Red will agree with me on this—revising a textbook is
not as interesting.”
“That is true. At my place in Vermont, the shack where I wrote
has two sides. One side has large screened windows open to the
woods around it. That is the poetry side. The other side is walled
up to the roof with just a crack at the top to let some air in—no
windows at all. That is the textbook side. When I was working on
a textbook revision I had to avoid distractions.”18
“In some of the letters I have read, it was clear that you were not
happy with the prospect of revision.”19
“I enjoyed the reading and social interaction when we talked over
what we read. This was especially true when Dick Lewis, Cleanth,
and I were reading all sorts of things to get a feel for what American
literature is really about.”20
Warren’s statement led us to talk for a bit about what each of us
was reading. Warren said that he was keeping up with the various
new translations of Dante. He said that he found some of them
interesting, but all of them incomplete. He could only take any of
them for so long before he had to return to the Italian.
“So, you are like the brook; it’s still Dante, Dante, Dante with
you?”
Warren looked at me quizzically.
“Rosanna told me the story21 about your granddaughter, Chiara,
when I visited the house in Vermont,” I said.
Warren smiled, and then, as if something suddenly clicked for him,
he turned toward me and asked, “Didn’t you write that article about
genetics in All the King’s Men for Mississippi Quarterly?”22
“You saw that article?”
“Of course I did. We get all the major journals here. Some of
them, like American Literature23 and PMLA,24 few of us pay any
attention to, but we get them all.”
“What did you think of that reading of the novel?”
“You demonstrated a keen understanding of ‘close reading,’” said
Warren, “and you backed up your assertions with evidence from
the text itself.”
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“Well, I was taught by a bunch of ‘New Critics.’ What would
you expect? What did you think of my argument that Judge Irwin
was not Jack’s father?”
“You were working with a natural scientist on that paper?”
“Yes sir. Patrick McCarthy, a biologist.”
“He evidently led you to a good demonstration of the scientific
method. You all show how unlikely it is that Judge Irwin is Jack’s
father. There aren’t too many possibilities other than Ellis Burden,
are there?”
“I’m not the first person to question you about the genealogical
symbols in All the King’s Men. Do you remember Robert Heilman
asking you about that in a letter in 1946?”25
“Indeed, I do.”
“Did you all ever have a discussion about genetics in All the
King’s Men?”
“I’m not going to answer that question directly. What would be
the point? If I were to tell you that we discussed it, if I were to tell
you exactly what we said, if I were to tell you that I agreed with
your article on the case of Jack Burden’s paternity, what could
you possibly do with the information? I have not kept up with The
Chicago Manual of Style, but I seriously doubt if there is a method
of citation to cover this situation.”
“You are right, Red. I don’t even think they have a way of
documenting a séance, much less a visit to Heaven.”
The two old friends smiled broadly at each other. Mr. Brooks
polished off the bourbon left in his glass and set it on the mahogany
side table next to his chair. Then he turned toward me.
“Well,” he said, “let’s see if we can get you out of here. I’m going
to evensong at St. Mary the Virgin on West 46th. It is Episcopal, but
strongly in the Catholic tradition. I rather enjoy it.”
“Smokey Mary’s, the church for the theatre crowd. I know it
well. One of my fraternity brothers26 used to be a priest there.”
“Episcopalians are second cousins to The Whore of Babylon,”27
groused Mr. Warren.
As Brooks and I headed toward the door, he observed: “As you
can see, even sitting in the lobby of Heaven, in the comfort of a
leather wing-back chair with a glass of good bourbon in his hand,
has not dampened Red’s skepticism.”

James A. Perkins		

31

Back on the street in front of the Algonquin, I was happy to see
the rain had stopped. I said goodbye to Mr. Brooks, and he headed
west toward Sixth Avenue. I turned east and headed for the Irish pub
across from the Whitney Warren architectural mistake that houses
the New York Yacht Club.28 I knew two things for sure as I entered
the bar—I now had a story that no one would ever believe, and I
needed a good stiff drink, even if I had to pay for it.
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